INTRODUCTION
The Office International des Epizooties (OIE) was created in 1924 with the primary aim of establishing a world-wide information network on diseases of animals, in order to help prevent the spread of disease as a result of international movement of animals.
Along with these practical and economic concerns, another aim was to provide coordination at the international level for all research and experiences involving the pathology or prophylaxis of animal diseases.
In order to achieve the latter aim, the OIE has always encouraged its Member Countries to consider the health of free-ranging mammals within their territories.
In the course of fifty-nine General Sessions, the methods recommended by the OIE International Committee have undergone considerable change. These changes have * Director General, Office international des Epizooties, 12, rue de Prony, 75017 Paris, France.
often prefigured current concepts with regard to the role of free-ranging mammals in states of biological equilibrium.
The role of the Office has thus been to protect the health of free-ranging mammals in order to preserve the health of domestic animals and human beings and, more recently, to preserve a valuable resource and a natural biological equilibrium.
WILDLIFE PROTECTION AND THE HEALTH OF DOMESTIC ANIMALS AND HUMAN BEINGS
Until the early 1980s, recommended precautions against disease commonly involved control of the demography of wild or stray mammals (3, 4) . Over the past decade, immunisation strategies for these same populations have been supported by the OIE and other international organisations, notably the United Nations Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO) and the World Health Organisation (WHO). Far from recommending the destruction of wild species which are potential reservoirs, these resolutions generally propose that research into the actual role of such species be undertaken or expanded. Although this approach was innovative, it was surely in the recommendations for rabies control that the OIE proved most clairvoyant. Whereas at the General Session of May 1928 it was recommended that "all stray or ownerless dogs be destroyed" in order to control canine rabies, in 1965 the recommendation made to the governments of countries affected by cattle rabies, and the vampire bats which propagate it, was to "encourage high level research on the systematics, habits, ecology and pathology of bats, in order to ensure that the population balance of the micro-chiropterae is maintained without any danger to public health and in the interest of humanity".
Disease control measures
At a joint OIE/WHO/FAO meeting in 1967, experts from the three organisations again stressed that "the efficiency of the systematic control operations concerning the wild fauna depended on thorough knowledge of the ecological factors for the preservation by all possible measures of the biological equilibrium". In 1971, the 6th Conference of the OIE Regional Commission for Europe, held in Prague (Czechoslovakia), formally discouraged the destruction of European animals which were not vectors of vulpine rabies (badgers, martens, small mustelids, etc.).
Prevention by immunisation
Again on the subject of sylvatic rabies, OIE experts were associated with the early research into oral vaccination of wild or stray mammals, carried out as part of the FAO/WHO programme on the study of wildlife rabies in Europe (Fig. 1) .
Fig. 1 Vaccination of wild carnivores using baits containing rabies vaccine
Since 1978, over ten million of these baits have been distributed in over ten European countries and in North America Courtesy of O. Roboly
In support of WHO recommendations in favour of field trials, made to heads of Veterinary Services, the Committee stated in 1982 that "if effective oral vaccination of wild species involved in wildlife rabies enzootics becomes feasible, then reduction in the numbers of wildlife would no longer be necessary for rabies control reasons and the regulation of wildlife populations would become the responsibility of hunters". This became a reality a few years later (2).
The possibility of applying such methods to the control of other diseases of wild mammals (brucellosis, echinococcosis, Newcastle disease, classical swine fever, tuberculosis, etc.) is currently under discussion at the OIE (4,5).
All of these OIE recommendations, supplemented by expert missions, meetings and scientific publications, have contributed greatly to averting the spread of serious diseases from free-ranging mammals to domestic animals and humans (1).
Indeed, the single objective of these activities was to reduce the risks which diseases in wildlife can pose. It was only later that the OIE established another objective: to conserve the economic, scientific and cultural resources represented by wild mammals, and to preserve the natural equilibrium.
WILDLIFE PROTECTION, NATURAL RESOURCES AND THE BIOLOGICAL EQUILIBRIUM
Effective protection of the wild fauna has long been a concern in meetings and scientific publications of the OIE, and it was recognised formally at the 56th General Session of the International Committee in May 1988 (5).
Six important recommendations were adopted on that occasion, namely that:
-with respect to infectious wildlife diseases, methods of diagnosis and epidemiological investigations be improved and research intensified; -the risks of transmitting diseases between wildlife and domestic animals and within wildlife populations be evaluated by appropriate methods; -ecological and behavioural studies of wildlife be intensified with a view to developing methods for the management, control or prevention of transmissible diseases in wildlife especially when introducing or reintroducing species or when there is an overpopulation of certain species; -promotion of research into the sustainable production and marketing of wildlife products be undertaken; -Member Countries take the necessary steps to extend their information systems on wildlife diseases and that the OIE Regional Commissions include wildlife diseases on the agendas of their Conferences; -Member Countries take steps to vaccinate wild animals against rabies, if possible after consultation with neighbouring countries.
The OIE Regional Commission for Africa, the continent richest in wild mammals, placed this subject on the agenda for its 9th Conference, held in January 1991 in Abidjan (Côte d'Ivoire).
This Conference concluded that the wild fauna make an important contribution to the national economy of numerous African countries, and that domestic animals can co-exist with the wild fauna without risk, provided that land use strategies are appropriate. The Conference also observed that the role of the wild fauna as a reservoir of diseases transmissible to domestic livestock had been overestimated in the past, and that there was a bias in research towards those diseases of wildlife which were transmissible to domestic stock and human beings. The Abidjan recommendations were adopted unanimously by the OIE International Committee in May 1991, as an expression of the desire of the OIE to encourage such studies (Fig. 2) and wildlife protection in general (4). The support given to the Symposium held in Nancy, followed by the publication of this special double issue of the Scientific and Technical Review, constitutes further 3 BAT evidence of the interest of the OIE in promoting measures to protect free-ranging mammals.
CONCLUSION
The health of free-ranging mammals is of concern to all workers in animal health, particularly in order to maintain the health of human beings and domestic animals.
This concern is of more than national significance and has drawn the attention of many international organisations (including the FAO, the WHO and the International Union for the Conservation of Nature) which have developed programmes aimed at improving surveillance of this health situation.
The Heads of Veterinary Services are often among the first to become aware of the importance of such surveillance, and the OIE has always been ready to coordinate and act upon their wishes.
This convergence of national initiatives and international cooperation has resulted in a large number of concrete actions: meetings of specialists, scientific publications, expert reports, preparation of biological reagents and vaccines, research, etc. Despite the fact that these actions are still insufficient and the recommendations of international organisations encounter numerous practical obstacles, the initial results should provide encouragement to animal health authorities throughout the world.
In these activities, the OIE has remained loyal to the spirit of its founders, when they wrote: 
All nations have a vital interest in being informed

